[image: image1.png]



“So how was your first day in Ms. Solara's class?” Joseph asked his neighbor, Maria, as they boarded the bus to go home.  


Great!” Maria exclaimed. “How was Mr. Droulard's class?”


“Not so hot, I'm afraid.”


“Why not?”


Well, if the first day of school is going to be this dull, then I don't know if I can stand another 174 days just like it. Couldn't he at least TRY to do something interesting on the first day? All he did was pass out textbooks and then lecture us about how it's not his job to make sure we do all the homework. What did Ms. Solara do that was so great?”


“Well,” Maria said, “we talked about the rules too, but Ms. Solara let the class make some of the rules on our own. We also did an activity where we learned about the other people in the class, and then we worked in groups to figure out how to solve a math puzzle without being able to talk to each other. I know math is my worst subject, but think I'm really going to like it this year!” 

A conversation similar to this one has undoubtedly occurred millions of times on school opening days all across the country. Students know very quickly if the climate in their classes is going to be positive, neutral or even demeaning. Classroom climate matters a great deal, especially for those students who are already at risk of failure. Experienced teachers know that the steps they take to establish a positive climate on the first few crucial days of school usually mean the difference between a successful year or a year of constant struggle and conflict.
Student learning defines school success. A successful science classroom is one where all students learn at high levels. This success is almost impossible to achieve unless the teacher makes the investment of time to develop a caring and positive learning climate.  

The next four newsletters will each focus on a separate section of Characteristics of High-Quality Teaching and Learning in Science (CHQTL This newsletter will focus on Section One: Learning Climate. More information, including a list of these characteristics specific to science and professional development resources can be found at http://www.education.ky.gov/KDE/Instructional+Resources/High+Quality+Teaching+and+Learning/Characteristics+of+High+Quality+Science+Teaching+and+Learning.htm
According to the CHQTL document, learning climate is defined as a safe environment supported by the teacher in which high, clear expectations and positive relationships are fostered; active learning is promoted.

How is learning climate different than classroom management?

How does a well-managed classroom differ from a classroom with a true learning climate? Management does not always equal learning. Classroom management skills are a valuable part of creating a positive learning climate, but management alone is no guarantee that learning is taking place. Conversely, a class that may appear unstructured or in need of management may be a room of engaged learners. In a learning-focused classroom, students are engaged in the work and not merely complying with the teacher’s instructions. What characteristics would be visible in a science classroom that is truly focused on learning?

	Management-Focused Classroom
	vs.
	Learning-Focused Classroom



	primarily  “Cookbook” activities
	vs.
	some student-directed inquiry

	students managed
	vs.
	students nurtured

	focused on rules
	vs.
	focused on learning

	students work individually
	vs.
	students work collaboratively

	teacher-directed learning
	vs.
	self-directed learning

	students reluctant to stand out
	vs.
	students willing to take risks

	focused on compliance
	vs.
	focused on engagement/learning


Experienced teachers know that their entire year can be determined by the interactions with their students during the first few classes of the new school year. The actions the teacher takes (or doesn’t take) determine the climate and therefore the chance for student success. Consistently successful teachers do not leave this to chance, but are deliberate in establishing the foundation of an excellent learning climate from day one. 

How do I establish a positive learning climate in my classroom?

Establishing Relationships

There is a saying: Students don’t care how much you know until they know how much you care. Teachers will never achieve maximum student motivation and engagement unless time is invested in developing a relationship with their students. By valuing the relationships with your students, you are ultimately helping them achieve in school. Research clearly shows that when students have connected with a teacher or teachers in school, their risk of dropping out significantly declines. Below is a list of strategies adapted from Connecting with Students by Allen Mendler on ways to build relationships with your students:

· Collect personal index cards: have students list their favorite sports, activities, subjects and teachers; the list can be endless. Embed these interests into class discussions when appropriate.  

· Smile! It might be the first one a student has seen for the day.

· Make a point to tell students “good morning” in both your classroom and hallways.

· Be at the door to greet students. It is your greeting that sets the mood for the day. This shows a sign of welcome and that you are happy that have the student back in your class. Do the same when students are leaving and take the opportunity to wish them luck with an upcoming game, good luck on a test in another teacher’s class and so on. These brief best wishes pay dividends!

· Keep pictures of your family and friends posted - this shows that you have a life outside of school and that you value people in your life. It promotes a family atmosphere and sense of belonging for all those who enter.

· Ask the opinion of a student who rarely offers anything - this is empowering and shows that you value his or her thoughts as a person.

· “2 x 10” - find a student who is challenging for you to interact with and make a commitment to invest two uninterrupted, undivided minutes a day for 10 consecutive days to build a relationship with this student.

· Write notes of appreciation - catch a student with challenging behavior making a good judgment or a student tackling a tough concept or doing something exceptional like helping another student or adult - drop the student a note saying how you noticed and appreciated his or her efforts.

· Call parents at home for positive actions - don’t call only when the student misbehaves or fails. Parents and students will both greatly appreciate your efforts.

· Allow students to “borrow” personal artifacts. Loan something that is of interest to the student. It shows trust and caring.

· Develop “cueing” strategies for students working to improve challenging behaviors. This is a cue that is developed by both you and the student to use when the need arises to correct a behavior. This allows the students to be corrected by you without other students knowing. This avoids power struggles and escalation when students may feel the need to “save face” in front of peers with no regard for the consequences. 

· Acknowledge when you make a mistake and apologize. We ask students to do this, and sometimes we forget to do this as adults.

· Thank students for cooperating even before they have. This is a powerful tool to influence and shape desired behaviors. Most students find compliance irresistible if you have already thanked them.

It is important to understand that establishing a friendly and welcoming learning climate does not mean creating a chaotic atmosphere of ‘anything goes.’ A friendly and welcoming classroom does not imply an absence of rules, procedures or order. All classrooms need structure to function effectively and not devolve into a ‘feel-good’ climate where no learning occurs. Proper classroom procedures and positive student-teacher interactions work hand-in-hand to create a positive environment. Structure allows students to be free to concentrate on their learning rather than worry about ‘saving face’ or trying to hide from ridicule. 

Establishing Effective Procedures

Undoubtedly, one of the most widely read resources for creating a positive classroom climate is The First Days of School by Harry Wong. One of Wong’s basic tenets is that effective teachers rely on well-established procedures rather then on reactive discipline to establish a positive learning climate. Wong advocates devoting the first few days of school exclusively to establishing and practicing these procedures and structures instead of beginning with teaching content. Once these procedures have become routine, then the proper climate has been established for learning to take place. 
According to Wong, the number-one problem in the classroom is not discipline; it is the lack of procedures and routines. Students accept having a set of classroom procedures because they clarify what students have to do to succeed and because uniform procedures create a sense of familiarity and security. Most behavior problems occur because students fail to follow procedures and routines, and some the reasons for this are:

· The teacher has not thought out what should happen in the classroom ahead of time.

· The students have never been taught the proper procedure.

· The teacher uses reactive discipline rather than proactive procedures to manage the class.

Wong describes a distinction between discipline and procedures. Discipline concerns how students behave, while procedures concern how things are done. By definition, discipline has punishments (and possibly rewards) attached and is a reaction to behavior. Procedures and routines are established beforehand and are simply expectations. There is no reward or punishment associated with following a procedure; it is simply the expectation of a well-managed learning environment. The ultimate goal is to create a learning environment where the teacher is free to guide student learning rather than spending his/her time disciplining students. 

According to Wong, there are four basic characteristics that define a well-managed classroom:

	Characteristic
	Effective Classroom
	Ineffective Classroom

	
	
	

	1 High Level of Student Involvement with Work
	• Students are working.
	• Teacher is working while students watch (or don’t).

	2 Clear Student Expectations
	• Teacher shares the specific learning goals students are expected to achieve.
	• Students are unclear what they are supposed to learn.

	3 Relatively Little Wasted Time, Confusion or Disruption
	• Teacher has a classroom management plan with logical consequences.

• Class starts immediately.

• Assignments are posted.
	• Instruction time is used on management tasks or disruptions that could be eliminated with good procedures.

• Rules and punishments are inconsistent.

	4 Work-Oriented but Relaxed and Pleasant Climate
	• Procedures have become routine. 

• Class comes to attention quickly.

• Teacher uses specific praise and encouragement.
	• No procedures established for common tasks.

• Teacher must yell to get attention.

• Generalized praise (or none) is provided.

	(adapted from Harry Wong, The First Days of School)


What are the special considerations for the science teacher? 

Safety in the Science Classroom

Many attributes of setting a learning climate are the same for all content areas, but there is an additional significant difference in science. Science teachers have the added responsibility of keeping their students safe while working with science equipment and materials. For this reason, some science teachers have been reluctant to allow their students to be active learners due to the nature of the materials used in certain activities. Creation of a good learning climate is a prerequisite for conducting activities that require personal student responsibility to use science equipment. Nowhere is the establishment of proper procedures more important than in the science laboratory.

Many schools require students and their parents to sign a laboratory safety contract before allowing student to perform certain experiments or investigations. It is a good idea from both a legal and ethical standpoint to do the same in your classroom. As their teacher, you have a responsibility to teach your students anything they need to know to keep them safe. It is impossible to foresee a true accident, but you can work to prevent intentional harm or harm through ignorance by fully informing your students of any dangers and by establishing procedures designed to minimize them.

Listed below are several examples of laboratory safety contracts in use by a number of schools and districts. They might be useful as examples or to generate ideas for a contract of your own.

http://www.flinnsci.com/Sections/Safety/safety_contracts.asp
http://shs.westport.k12.ct.us/mjvl/lazaroff/lab_safety_agreement.doc
http://www.frostmiddleschool.org/ourpages/auto/2006/12/2/1165101871628/Student%20Lab%20Safety%20Contract.pdf
http://www.greece.k12.ny.us/oly/chemistry/Lab%20Safety.htm
http://educatoral.com/Lab_Safety_Contract.htm
Where can I find some additional resources on the topic of learning climate?

Behavior Advisor - http://www.behavioradvisor.com/oldindex.html is a large collection of tips and advice for creating a positive classroom climate through effective management. This award-winning Web site provides practical and often humorous advice for teachers hoping to move beyond discipline and into effective teaching. A number of useful video and PowerPoint presentations are located at http://www.behavioradvisor.com/12022.html.

Kentucky’s Guide to Reflective Classroom Practices provides a tool for assessing the learning climate in your own classroom on page 10:

http://www.education.ky.gov/users/otl/Reflective/Reflective%20Guide.pdf 

Do you have any questions or comments about the content of this newsletter or the Characteristics of High Quality Teaching and Learning in Science document? KDE’s science consultants can be reached at the addresses below:

Elementary: karen.kidwell@education.ky.gov
Middle School: sean.elkins@education.ky.gov
High School: suzann.shaver@education.ky.gov
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